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Abstract
Purpose: This study examines the impact of authentic leadership on the career satisfaction of 
hospitality employees through the lens of thriving. The two components of thriving, that is, 
learning and vitality, are tested as mediators, and psychological contract fulfillment is tested as a 
boundary factor. 
Design/methodology/approach: Data are collected using an online survey through the Qualtrics 
panel service in the United States. Structural equation modeling and an invariance test are 
conducted to investigate the framework. 
Findings: The findings show that authentic leadership can determine career satisfaction through 
the influence of learning and vitality. Moreover, psychological contract fulfillment exerts a 
conditional effect on this mediation. 
Practical implications: The findings of this study extend the understanding on authentic 
leadership and its impact under specific conditions. This study offers several meaningful 
recommendations to hospitality managers on how to influence employees’ career success to 
maintain sustainable performance. Detailed approaches include establishing practices for regular 
and authentic leadership development, increasing attention on employee thriving states, and 
addressing employee psychological contracts.
Originality/value: This study enriches research on authentic leadership and career management 
in the hospitality industry. Moreover, this study provides meaningful insights by examining the 
relationships between authentic leadership, thriving, career satisfaction, and psychological 
contracts.
Page 1 of 42
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijchm
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
International Journal of Contem
porary Hospitality M
anagem
ent
2
Keywords: Authentic leadership, Thriving, Psychological contract fulfillment, Career 
Satisfaction
Page 2 of 42
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijchm
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
International Journal of Contem
porary Hospitality M
anagem
ent
1
INTRODUCTION
Lack of career satisfaction is a serious problem in the hospitality industry (Gerrard, 
2016). A well-accepted fact in the hospitality industry states that its profitability relies largely on 
employee attitudes and behavior (Úbeda-García et al., 2014). The high frequency of customer 
and employee interaction places frontline employees in a critical and unique position in terms of 
hospitality service delivery. Therefore, hospitality organizations strive to recruit and retain 
talented employees (World Travel & Tourism Council, 2015). However, absenteeism and 
turnovers are strong concerns in the hospitality industry owing mainly to the nature of hospitality 
jobs, which are characterized by heavy workloads, irregular schedules, and intense pace (Burke 
et al., 2013; Kusluvan et al., 2010). Thus, knowing how to prepare employees for a career in 
hospitality and increase their desire to work in this industry is essential in managing employee 
career satisfaction. Leadership is one of the most effective approaches for influencing 
employees. The behavior of leaders largely determines employee work attitudes. Effective 
leadership plays a vital role in influencing positive employee outcomes, such as service quality, 
customer satisfaction, and employee loyalty (Babakus et al., 2003). Moreover, different 
leadership styles exert different effects on employee engagement (Huertas-Valdivia et al., 2019). 
Among the various leadership styles, authentic leadership is unique to the hospitality 
industry. Avolio and Gardner (2005) argued that authentic leadership is the “root” of all positive 
leadership styles. Authentic leaders understand themselves and possess a personal conviction and 
value-based mission to lead followers (Shamir and Eilam, 2005). In addition, authentic leaders 
provide genuine and realistic work environments; thus, followers feel supported and trust their 
employer (Clapp-Smith et al., 2009). Luthans and Avolio (2003) found that authentic leaders 
form harmonious leader–follower relationships by promoting followers’ self-development, 
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which can be transferred to long-term career outcomes. Hospitality employees consistently 
experience stressful work environments and thus are highly likely to seek care and assistance 
from their leaders. However, the influencing mechanism of authentic leadership on employee 
career satisfaction is largely overlooked in the literature. Thus, the present study proposes that 
thriving, as a construct demonstrating employee psychological growth (Spreitzer et al., 2005), 
can be a critical factor in explaining the relationship between authentic leadership and career 
satisfaction. Thriving refers to the joint experience of learning and feeling energized (vitality) in 
the workplace. According to recent research, learning and vitality demonstrate different 
functions in coping with stress (Prem et al., 2017). Thus, the present study aims to reveal the 
effect of authentic leadership on learning and vitality and how the two factors affect career 
satisfaction.
However, leadership is not the only factor that influences employee career development 
and satisfaction. Organizational effort is another determining factor. Human resource (HR) 
practices that employees experience daily are also strong predictors of work attitudes. By 
representing employee beliefs on the promises of employe s (Rousseau, 1995), employee 
psychological contracts are shaped and evaluated by employees’ systematic analysis of company 
HR practices (Guzzo and Noonan, 1994). Fulfilled psychological contracts lead to positive work 
outcomes (Chang and Busser, 2017; Wu and Chen, 2015). Thus, psychological contract 
fulfillment has considerable potential in helping to understand the career satisfaction evaluation 
process of employees from a social exchange perspective. Although authentic leadership and 
career satisfaction are important variables in hospitality management, limited attention is given 
to the relationships between authentic leadership, employee development, and career satisfaction. 
Relying on conservation of resources (COR) theory, this study strives to reveal the moderating 
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effect of psychological contract fulfillment on the mediation of thriving between authentic 
leadership and career satisfaction. 
The purpose of this study is to understand the relationships between authentic leadership, 
thriving, psychological contract fulfillment, and career satisfaction. Specifically, this study aims 
to 1) empirically test the relationship between authentic leadership and career satisfaction, 2) 
investigate the mediating effect of thriving between authentic leadership and career satisfaction, 
and 3) explore the conditional effect of psychological contract fulfillment on the proposed 
mediation. This study is the first to test the mediating role of thriving between authentic 
leadership and career satisfaction. Moreover, this study is the first to theorize psychological 
contract fulfillment as a condition that facilitate authentic leadership to influence career 
satisfaction. The core value of this study is to extend the understanding of authentic leadership 
and its impact on the career satisfaction of hospitality employees under specific conditions. By 
showing how authentic leadership affects hospitality employee career satisfaction, researchers 
can better understand authentic leadership and further differentiate it from other positive 
leadership styles. This study also complements the understanding of thriving and psychological 
contract in the hospitality literature under the COR framework. Moreover, this work offers 
several meaningful recommendations to hospitality leaders on how to manage employee career 
success and sustainable performance. Detailed approaches include developing practices for 
regular and authentic leadership development, increasing attention on employees’ thriving state, 
and addressing employee psychological contracts.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Authentic Leadership 
Avolio and Gardner (2005) theorized authentic leadership as a generic “root construct” of 
all positive leadership types. Authentic leadership constitutes basic components that underlie all 
positive leadership types, such as positivity and authenticity (Luthans and Avolio, 2003). 
Authenticity is defined as “owning one’s personal experiences, be they thoughts, emotions, 
needs, wants, preferences, or beliefs, process represented by the injunction to know oneself” 
(Harter, 2002, p. 382). Recent advancements in authentic leadership build on the individual 
authenticity literature. Iles et al. (2005) proposed four unique components for authentic 
leadership, namely, self-awareness, relational transparency, balanced processing, and 
internalized moral perspective. Self-awareness refers to “knowing oneself and being true to 
oneself,” (May et al., 2003, p. 248) and represents the concept of understanding one’s strengths 
and weakness as well as emotions and personality. Self-awareness is positively related to 
positive self-concept, self-esteem, and emotional intelligence (Iles et al., 2005; Goldman and 
Kernis, 2002). Meanwhile, relational transparency involves presenting one’s true self to others. 
This component of authenticity values and strives to achieve openness and truthfulness in 
relationships (Iles et al., 2005). Kernis (2003) argued that relational transparency is a strong 
activator of trust and mutual intimacy between leaders and followers. Balanced processing, 
which is also known as unbiased processing, addresses leaders’ behavior of investigating 
information objectively and collecting feedbacks from employees before they make any 
decisions. Leaders who engage in balanced processing interpret feedback accurately and possess 
increased learning potential (Iles et al., 2005). Finally, internalized moral perspective is an 
internalized and integrated form of self-regulation that is guided by internal moral standards and 
values. This perspective drives authentic leaders to engage in self-monitoring. Thus, authentic 
Page 6 of 42
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijchm
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
International Journal of Contem
porary Hospitality M
anagem
ent
5
leaders are frequently described by followers as being true to themselves and demonstrating 
openness and clarity, honesty, integrity, and ethical standards. Several outcomes of authentic 
leadership, including employee performance (Wang et al., 2014), trust, group performance 
(Clapp-Smith et al. 2009), engagement, and positive emotions, have been identified (Agote et al., 
2016). 
In the hospitality literature, authentic leadership has drawn little attention. Only two studies 
reveal the effect of authentic leadership on hospitality employees, both of which were conducted 
in Asia. In one study, authentic leadership is found to create a climate of employee trust in China 
(Ling et al., 2016). Meanwhile, the other study reveals that authentic leadership components 
correlate to the intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction of Korean restaurant employees (Jacques 
et al., 2015). However, the potential effect of an authentic leader on followers’ career satisfaction 
has been overlooked.
Career Satisfaction  
Career satisfaction alludes to employees’ subjective evaluation of their career success. 
Career success is evaluated objectively and subjectively. Objective indicators, such as job title, 
salary, and number of promotions in a year, can be observed directly and thus evaluated by 
others, whereas subjective career success is an individual’s feeling of accomplishment and 
satisfaction with his/her career achievements (Judge et al., 1995). Although strong career 
satisfaction can lead to improved job performance (Karatepe and Vatankhah, 2015), career 
satisfaction differs considerably from job satisfaction. Job satisfaction refers to an individual’s 
satisfaction with a specific job rather than a long-term career. 
Authentic Leadership and Career Satisfaction
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Authentic leadership impacts employees’ job satisfaction, especially in the field of 
nursing (Fallatah and Laschinger, 2016; Read and Laschinger, 2015; Giallonardo et al., 2010); 
however, studies on the impact of authentic leadership on employees’ career satisfaction is 
lacking. Blustein (2011) posited that one’s work is largely influenced by his/her relational 
experience with salient others. People form cognitive and affective psychological structures to 
organize their relationship experiences. In turn, these internal psychological structures affect 
work behavior and career choices, which is referred to as internalization (Blunstein, 2011). The 
core of authentic leadership is leaders’ positivity and authenticity. Followers inherit leaders’ core 
values through observation and imitation (Bandura, 1977). Consequently, followers internalize 
leaders’ authenticity and form their own authenticity. Research demonstrates a negative 
relationship between individual authenticity and career indecision (White and Tracey, 2011) and 
a positive relationship between authenticity and career satisfaction (Cohen, 2003). Thus, 
authentic leadership is predicted to be positively related to the career satisfaction of followers. 
Given that authentic leaders encourage followers’ self-development (Luthans and Avolio, 2003), 
employee development likely plays a role in shaping career satisfaction.
Thriving 
Thriving is a construct that describes employee psychological development in the 
workplace. Spreitzer et al. (2005) indicate that “psychological state in which individuals 
experience both a sense of vitality and a sense of learning at work”. Thriving employees have 
momentum while working and are proactive and energized. In addition, they display high 
performance, satisfaction, and organizational commitment but are less likely to experience 
burnout (Spreitzer and Porath, 2012). Thriving consists of two subdimensions, namely, vitality 
and learning (Porath et al., 2012). Vitality refers to one’s positive feeling of being energized at 
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work. Meanwhile, learning refers to acquiring and applying innovative knowledge to enhance 
skills in the workplace. Vitality reflects the affective aspect of thriving, while learning reflects 
the cognitive essence of thriving (Porath et al., 2012). Moreover, these dimensions provide the 
basis to investigate thriving from the hedonic and eudemonic perspectives of psychological 
functioning (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Researchers focusing on thriving (e.g., Spreitzer et al., 2005; 
Porath et al., 2012) consider these two dimensions as equally important in determining employee 
thriving. 
Authentic Leadership and Thriving
The socially-embedded thriving model (Spreitzer et al., 2005) provides the basic 
theoretical foundation to investigate authentic leadership and thriving. They argued that thriving 
is affected by individual characteristics and organizational factors. Both factors shape employee 
thriving by fulfilling fundamental psychological needs (Spreitzer and Porath, 2012). An 
environment that encourages decision-making discretion, broad-information sharing, or a climate 
of trust and respect fosters employee thriving in the workplace (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Authentic 
leaders foster a psychologically safe climate that encompasses trust and justice (Mortier et al., 
2015; Kiersch and Byrne, 2015; Xu et al., 2017). Thus, arguing that authentic leaders provide a 
nurturing environment for employee thriving is logical. 
We propose that authentic leaders inspire employee thriving through hedonic (affective) 
and eudemonic (cognitive) functioning. Authentic leaders impact followers through 
social/relational influence, such as positive behavioral modeling and emotional contagion 
(Gardner et al., 2005; Luthans and Avolio, 2003; Iles et al., 2005). Moreover, authentic leaders 
who benefit from balanced processing can develop themselves continuously by evaluating and 
incorporating feedback subjectively (Iles et al., 2005). Thus, followers may also improve through 
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positive behavioral modeling. From another perspective, leaders’ feedback is a key motivating 
contributor to employee learning (Eraut, 2004). Leaders can effectively promote employee 
learning when they encourage risk taking, instill the importance of development, and give 
positive feedback (Ellinger, 2005). Thus, authentic leaders can foster followers’ development. 
Furthermore, authentic leaders are likely to experience positive emotions in the workplace 
(Goldman and Kernis, 2002). Through positive emotion contagion, affective states can be 
transferred from leaders to followers, which will allow the latter to become highly positive and 
energized in the workplace (Iles et al., 2005). Therefore, we present the following hypotheses.
H1: Authentic leadership is positively related to follower learning.
H2: Authentic leadership is positively related to follower vitality.
Thriving and Career Satisfaction
Thriving is inherently related to one’s career. Thriving employees are highly proactive in 
seeking opportunities to learn and grow at work to achieve their career development goals 
(Porath et al., 2012). Moreover, thriving employees can cope with various situations and 
circumstances in vocational developmental tasks (Jiang, 2017). Thus, thriving employees likely 
possess a high level of career satisfaction. 
Given that learning indicates employees’ knowledge and skills, it is identified in the 
vocational literature as a motivator of career success. Employees’ learning goal orientation is 
strongly associated with career satisfaction (Joo and Ready, 2012). Mazutis and Slawinski (2008) 
theorized that authentic leaders can enable learning through organizational culture, which is 
characterized by authentic dialogue. However, the effect of authentic leadership on employee 
learning is missing in the literature. According to authentic leadership theory, authentic leaders 
foster self-development (Avolio and Luthans, 2005). Thus, authentic leadership can potentially 
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facilitate employee learning, and this learning enhancement can further promote career 
satisfaction as a result of self-development. Thus, we present the following hypothesis.
H3: Learning mediates the positive relationship between authentic leadership and career 
satisfaction.
Authentic leaders foster a healthy work environment for employees that is cognitively 
supportive and can help employees grow and develop their positive energy (Shirely, 2006). 
When employees are vital at work, their career satisfaction will likely increase, as vitality has a 
positive relationship with career satisfaction (Baruch et al., 2014). Therefore, we present the 
following hypothesis. 
H4: Vitality mediates the positive relationship between authentic leadership and career 
satisfaction.
Conditional Effect of Psychological Contract Fulfillment 
Psychological contracts are “individual beliefs, shaped by the organization, regarding 
terms of an exchange agreement between the individual and their organization” (Rousseau, 1995, 
P.9). Unlike explicit employment contracts, psychological contracts are implied and comprise 
subjective employee perceptions (Rousseau, 1995). The content of psychological contracts varies 
among industries and jobs. Typical psychological contract terms in the hospitality sector include 
job security, intraorganizational mobility, and autonomy (Lub et al., 2012). Hospitality 
researchers suggest that breach of psychological contract reduces employee organizational 
identification, affective commitment, performance, and promotional attitude toward their 
employer (Ling et al., 2016; Chang and Busser, 2017). Alternatively, when a hospitality 
employer fulfills its psychological contract, employees will share their work knowledge, perform 
at a high level (Wu and Chen, 2015), and reduce their turnover intention (Collins, 2010).
Page 11 of 42
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijchm
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
International Journal of Contem
porary Hospitality M
anagem
ent
10
As defined by Rosseau (1989), “Psychological contract fulfillment is the success of 
organizations or other parties in responding to an employee’s contribution in ways that he/she 
believes the company is obligated to” . Psychological contract fulfillment represents employees’ 
evaluation of their organization/employer. On the one hand, employees obtain career success 
through the impact of authentic leaders. On the other hand, employers also influence employee 
career satisfaction (Sok et al., 2013). According to Herzberg’s two-factor theory of motivation 
(Herzberg, 1971; Herzberg et al., 2005), two sets of needs are related to satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction in the workplace. The first set is hygiene factors, which relate to basic survival 
needs. Typical hygiene factors in the hospitality and tourism industry include rewards, salaries, 
and interpersonal relationships. These factors can cause dissatisfaction but cannot create 
satisfaction. The second set of needs is motivating factors, which promote employee satisfaction. 
Motivating factors include but are not limited to achievement, responsibility, advancement, and 
the work itself. As an implied agreement perceived by employees, psychological contracts 
largely reflect motivating factors in the workplace (Lub et al., 2012), such as training and 
development opportunities and challenging work assignments (Karagonlar et al., 2016). Thus, 
we argue that followers’ psychological contract fulfillment is a conditional factor on the 
relationships between authentic leadership, thriving, and career satisfaction. Given that 
psychological contract fulfillment means the perception of employees on their work 
organization, it can increase job satisfaction and magnify the positive impact of authentic 
leadership on career satisfaction. However, the underlying mechanism of this impact remains 
unknown. 
Vitality and learning represent different employee psychological states (i.e., affective and 
cognitive). Psychological contract fulfillment can alter employee cognition, such as knowledge 
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sharing (Bal et al., 2011), and affects, such as emotions and subjective wellbeing in the 
workplace (Conway et al., 2011). COR theory suggests that individuals strive to obtain, foster, 
and protect things they value centrally (resources) and that resource investment is necessary to 
prevent resource loss (Hobfoll, 1989; 2018). Thus, when people experience resource loss, such 
as unfulfilled psychological contracts, increased resources are invested to prevent further loss. 
However, research fails to suggest whether cognitive or emotional resources are invested as well 
as the magnitude of these resource investments. Therefore, we propose the following exploratory 
hypothesis.
H5: Learning and vitality play different roles in enhancing the positive impact of 
authentic leadership on career satisfaction for employees who perceive a high level of 
psychological contract fulfillment compared with those who perceive a low level of 
psychological contract fulfillment. 
METHODOLOGY
Data were collected from hospitality employees in the United States through an online 
survey. The survey was distributed through the Qualrtics panel service. A total of 300 valid 
responses were obtained and used in this study. The majority of the respondents was female 
(76.7%) and below the age of 35 years (52%). Most of the respondents received a certain level of 
tertiary education (43.0%). Caucasians represented the largest category (77.0%), followed by 
African Americans (9.7%). Less than half of the respondents earned more than $49,999 annually 
(36.3%; Table 1). 
Insert Table 1 here.
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All the measures were adopted from existing research. The higher-order scale of 
Walumbwa et al. (2008) was used to measure authentic leadership. Although this scale was 
originally introduced as a second-order reflective measure, Avolio and Walumbwa (2014) 
believed that the second-order authentic leadership construct should be formative, as the four 
components are interrelated and contribute uniquely to authentic leadership. Therefore, this study 
considers authentic leadership as a formative–reflective second-order construct. 
Thriving was measured using the scale of Porach et al. (2012), which consists of five 
learning and five vitality items. The five-item measure for career satisfaction developed by 
Greenhaus, Parasuraman, and Wormley (1990) was likewise adopted. Psychological contract 
fulfillment was assessed using the measure from Karagonlar, Eisenberger, and Aselage (2016). 
The participants were asked to indicate the extent to which their organization met their 
expectations, with 13 items using a seven-point Likert scale from “much less than expected (1)” 
to “much more than expected (7)”. Examples include “steady employment,” “comfortable work 
environment,” and “reasonable workload.” Cronbach’s alpha of the psychological contract 
fulfillment measure was 0.93. The summed mean of psychological contract fulfillment was used 
to group the participants for the multigroup analysis. 
Except for psychological contract fulfillment, all the other measurement items are 
provided in Table 2, with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) loadings for the reflective items. 
The second-order construct weights for the formative measurement of authentic leadership is 
reported in Table 3. In addition to the measure for psychological contract fulfillment, seven-point 
Likert scale are used to other measurements ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree”. Moreover, previous studies suggest that tenure be used as a control variable for career 
satisfaction (Li and Yuan, 2017; Zopiatis et al., 2016). Therefore, we controlled tenure as a 
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determinant of career satisfaction in the structural equation model without exerting an impact on 
other constructs in the model. 
Given that data were collected from a single source at one point in time, common method 
variance (CMV) could impact the results. Therefore, when the data were collected, all the 
respondents were informed that the survey had no right or wrong answers and that all responses 
were confidential (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Moreover, Harman’s single factor analysis was 
performed to determine if CMV was a concern in this study. The exploratory factor analysis 
revealed four factors, the largest of which accounted for 44% of the variance, which is less than 
50%. Thus, the potential impact of CMV on this study was limited. 
ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
Partial least squares (PLS) is used to estimate the model, as authentic leadership is a 
second-order formative–reflective construct (Avolio and Walumbwa, 2014). Hypothesis testing 
is carried out through a three-step process, that is, a) measurement validation through CFA, b) 
relational hypothesis testing through PLS, and c) an invariance test. 
CFA
Principal component analysis is employed to abstract the factor score of relational 
transparency, balanced processing, self-awareness, and internalized moral perspective, which are 
the subdimensions of authentic leadership. Next, the scores are used as items for the higher-order 
construct in the CFA with other three constructs, namely, vitality, learning, and career 
satisfaction. Table 2 presents the weights and factor loadings of the formative and reflective 
measurement items, respectively. A reverse-coded item in learning (“I do not learn at work”) and 
career satisfaction (“I am satisfied with the success I have achieved in my career”) is deleted 
owing to a low factor loading of 0.50. Construct reliability and validity results are presented in 
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Table 3. Cronbach’s alpha ranges from 0.90 to 0.98, which indicates the satisfactory reliability of 
the constructs (Hair et al., 2016). Average variance extracted (AVE) ranges from 0.73 to 0.79, 
and the square roots of AVE for the focal construct are all higher than their correlation with other 
constructs, thereby indicating satisfactory convergent and discriminant validity. Moreover, given 
that authentic leadership is a formative construct, weights are used to measure the contribution of 
the first-layer constructs to the second layer (Table 4). Caution is necessary explain the results, 
as the weights of relational transparency (−0.233) and balanced processing (0.018) are not 
significant at the 5% significance level. Our approach and results differ from that of Walumbwa 
et al. (2008) owing to the various settings of the construct; thus, further research is necessary in 
the future to refine and validate the measurement of authentic leadership.
Insert Table 2, 3, and 4 here.
Structural Model Analysis and Multigroup Invariance Test
The proposed structural model is analyzed using PLS estimation. The analysis yields a 
goodness of fit (GoF) index of 0.428. A GoF index that is larger than 0.36 indicates a good fit 
(Nunkoo, 2018, p352). All proposed paths are significant (p < 0.01) except the path from 
authentic leadership to career satisfaction ( = 0.047). The results reveal that authentic leadership 
has a positive impact on vitality ( = 0.467) and learning ( = 0.406), thereby supporting H1 and 
H2. Vitality ( = 0.288) and learning ( = 0.286) also positively influence career satisfaction. 
Thus, the mediating effect of vitality ( = 0.193) and learning ( = 0.116) is significant, thereby 
supporting H3 and H4. Furthermore, the effect of tenure on career satisfaction ( = 0.033, t = 
0.59) is not significant.
To depict the moderating effect of psychological contract fulfillment, high- and low-
fulfillment groups are created based on the mean of the summed indicator scores of 
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psychological contract fulfillment. The grouping technique sorts the participants into 156 
employees for the high-fulfillment group and 144 employees for the low-fulfillment group. The 
multigroup analysis determines significant differences between the two groups (Figure 2). A 
total of 17 items comprise the second-order PLS SEM. According to Hair et al. (2016), one item 
should correspond to 5 to 10 respondents, which means that the two subgroups have a sufficient 
sample size for the path analysis. The GoF indices are larger than 0.36, thereby indicating the 
satisfactory GoF and acceptable power of the sample to estimate the model. In addition, the 
robustness of PLS in small samples can enhance the reliability of the subgroups’ estimation 
results (Usaki and Kucukergin, 2018).
In the multigroup analysis, authentic leadership has a significant impact on vitality and 
learning in the two groups (p < 0.01). Moreover, vitality is not significant in predicting the career 
satisfaction of high-fulfillment employees but significant in predicting the career satisfaction of 
the low-fulfillment group ( = 0.423). By contrast, learning is associated with the career 
satisfaction of high-fulfillment employees ( = 0.463) but has no significant effect on the career 
satisfaction of low-fulfillment employees. Authentic leadership and tenure are not significant 
factors that directly influence the career satisfaction of both groups. The bootstrapping method is 
used to investigate the difference between the two groups. After 100 resamples, the results show 
significant statistical differences in two direct paths, namely, vitality to career satisfaction (t = –
2.64) and learning to career satisfaction (t = –2.32). The indirect effects of learning (t = –2.10) 
and vitality (t = 2.48) also indicate significant differences between the two groups. The indirect 
effect of learning is significant for the high-fulfillment group ( = 0.174) but not significant for 
the low-fulfillment group ( = 0.051). Finally, vitality demonstrates a significant mediating 
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effect for the low-fulfillment group ( = 0.171) but is not significant for the high-fulfillment 
group ( = 0.021). These results support H5.
DISCUSSION
This study empirically shows that authentic leadership is positively related to career 
satisfaction. In addition, it demonstrates that thriving is a mediator between authentic leadership 
and career satisfaction. Based on the suggestions of Prem et al. (2017), analysis was conducted 
on the component-level constructs of thriving to reveal a deep understanding on hospitality 
employees’ psychological experience in the workplace. A formative–reflective higher-order 
construct was used to measure authentic leadership. The results of this study suggested that 
learning and vitality were meaningful mediators between authentic leadership and career 
satisfaction. Moreover, followers’ psychological contract fulfillment was a condition of the 
mediating effect through learning and vitality. All five hypotheses were supported. The results 
exemplified the effectiveness of authentic leadership and revealed meaningful new findings. 
Furthermore, the results revealed that followers led by authentic leaders generated a 
positive evaluation of their subjective career success. The more authentic the leader, the more 
satisfied the followers with their career. As predicted by the socially embedded thriving model, 
this positive impact was transferred through the influence of thriving, specifically, learning and 
vitality. Through positive modeling, authentic leaders can influence employee learning and 
vitality, which further shaped their career satisfaction. These findings are consistent with those of 
previous studies on employee thriving and job satisfaction (Xu et al., 2017; Mortier et al, 2010). 
Notably, when psychological contract fulfillment was not considered in the model, vitality 
played a stronger role than learning. This finding indicated that authentic leaders were more 
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effective in influencing vitality than learning. This phenomenon may be due to positive role 
modeling, which is the main influencing mechanism of authentic leadership (Gardner et al., 
2005). Authentic leaders impact followers through positive role modeling, which is combined 
with emotional contagion effects (Avolio and Walumbwa, 2014). Positive emotions can be 
spread easily between followers and leaders (Johnson, 2008). Thus, as a positive affective state, 
vitality is influenced more by authentic leaders than learning.
The current study is the first to theorize followers’ psychological contract fulfillment as a 
boundary condition in the relationship between authentic leadership and career satisfaction 
through thriving. The results showed that followers with low psychological contract fulfillment 
transferred the effect of authentic leadership through vitality. In other words, when employee 
expectations are unfulfilled by an employers, a leader’s authentic behavior can be transmitted 
only through employees’ emotional states. Authentic leadership completely influenced the career 
satisfaction of followers who perceived a high level of fulfillment through employee learning. 
Therefore, the effect of authentic leaders on career satisfaction differed for employees holding 
different employer beliefs. These results are supported by the literature (Ng et al., 2005).
Ng et al. (2005) argued that organizational sponsorship, stable individual differences, 
human capital and sociodemographic status are four major predictors of objective and subjective 
career success. They demonstrated that the first two constructs can predict subjective career 
satisfaction better than the other two. Psychological contract fulfillment presents employees’ 
evaluation of their employer in terms of implied agreements related to work; thus, it can be 
considered as a type of organizational sponsorship. Hence, it should have a strong impact on 
employee career satisfaction. Therefore, the results of this study are consistent with those of Ng 
et al. (2005). Moreover, this study extended previous findings by showing that psychological 
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contract fulfillment influenced career satisfaction and altered employees’ psychological 
mechanism to create career satisfaction.
This study found that followers had different psychological sources for career 
satisfaction. Followers with low psychological contract fulfillment transferred the impact of 
authentic leaders on their career satisfaction through an emotional state, that is, vitality. Such 
employees’ career satisfaction psychological process relied heavily on affective sources. 
However, followers with high psychological contract fulfillment transferred the influence of 
authentic leaders on learning then on career satisfaction. Such employees’ career satisfaction 
process underwent cognitive psychological functioning. Although this finding is completely new 
to the literature, and further investigation is necessary to explain this phenomenon, COR theory 
can be used to explain the underlying theoretical mechanism briefly. 
COR theory proposes that people with abundant resources are likely to gain increased 
resources; otherwise, they tend to protect their limited resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Thus, 
employees who perceive low fulfillment from employers tend to limit their cognitive processes, 
such as learning, by absorbing increased resources. However, when employees receive additional 
resources, such as when their expectations are fulfilled by their employer, rather than stopping 
the investment of resources, employees invest more in learning to gain increased resources at 
work (Hobfoll, 1989). COR theory was originally used for stress but has been widely employed 
in organizational psychology literature to explain engagement-related issues (Hobfoll et al., 
2018). This study extended the application of COR theory to employee development and career 
management. Besides support from COR theory, Winter and Jackson (2006) found that 
employees tend to construct emotional explanations when experiencing failed psychological 
contracts. Thus, employees would transfer authentic leadership to their career satisfaction 
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through vitality, which is an emotional path, when psychological contracts are unfulfilled. These 
findings can expand understanding on the underlying mechanism between authentic leadership 
and career satisfaction. 
Theoretical Contributions
The primary contribution of this study is broadening the relevance of authentic leadership 
theory along with an important nomological network. The findings reveal that authentic 
leadership is effective in promoting followers’ development and career success through different 
psychological paths under various conditions. Although Avolio and Gardner (2005) theorized 
authentic leadership as a “root construct” of all positive leadership types, the mechanism of the 
influence of authentic leadership on followers has been questioned by several researchers 
(Alvesson and Einola, 2019). Previous literature investigates the performance outcomes of 
authentic leadership (Clapp-Smith et al. 2009; Wang et al., 2014) but neglects its vocational 
impact. Our findings suggest that the motivating effect of authentic leadership on career success 
is significant through employees’ positive psychology in the workplace. These findings extend 
the understanding on authentic leadership theory by showing that a leader’s influence can affect 
employees’ psychological states and further impact career satisfaction. This contribution to 
authentic leadership theory strengthens its relevance and application in career management. 
Moreover, this study incorporates authentic leadership theory and psychological contract 
theory. This theoretical approach supports the basic tenet of psychological contract theory as a 
social exchange. Employee evaluation of employer psychological contracts has a strong impact 
on career satisfaction. In addition, this study reveals the moderating effect of psychological 
contract fulfillment. Furthermore, it illustrates that low psychological fulfillment triggers 
employees’ emotional path, whereas high fulfillment triggers employees’ cognitive path in 
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processing the effect of authentic leadership on career satisfaction. Although the detailed 
explanation of this finding requires further investigation, this study provides initial insights into 
the integration of leadership theory with organizational psychology theories to understand 
employee attitudes and behavior in the hospitality industry.
This study likewise deepens the understanding of thriving. Although Spreitzer et al. 
(2005) argued that thriving has been proposed to lead to employee development, previous 
research has limited the effect of thriving on innovation and wellbeing-related outcomes. This 
study is the first to empirically test career satisfaction using thriving in the same model. It 
expands the application of the socially embedded thriving model to the leadership and vocational 
management literature by identifying authentic leadership as an antecedent of thriving. This 
relational nature of authentic leadership provides a new perspective for understanding employee 
thriving. In addition to agentic behaviors, leadership behaviors could have an impact on 
employee thriving. This study also extends the outcome of thriving to career satisfaction. 
Previous research suggests that thriving inspires employee initiative for career development 
(Porath et al., 2012); however, limited attention is given to other vocational outcomes. The 
current study explicitly demonstrates that authentic leadership and career satisfaction is mediated 
by thriving, which expands the application of thriving in managing employee career satisfaction 
in the hospitality sector. 
Moreover, this study offers a new approach for conceptualizing the authentic leadership 
construct. Recently, authentic leadership theory has received criticism, including concerns 
regarding its weak measurement (Alvesson and Einola, 2019). One issue states that the 
subdimensions of authentic leadership are interrelated (Cooper, 2005). The approach of 
analyzing authentic leadership as a formative–reflective higher-order construct addresses this 
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concern. Viewing the higher-order components of authentic leadership (i.e., self-awareness, 
relational transparency, balanced processing, and internalized moral perspective) formatively 
indicates that these components can be highly correlated (Johnson et al., 2012) but contribute 
uniquely to the conceptualization of authentic leadership (Avolio and Walumbwa, 2014). 
Practical Implications
The findings of this study provide valuable practical implications for hospitality 
managers. This study confirms the significant influence of authentic leadership on the career 
success of employees, especially for leaders aiming to develop employees. Authentic leaders are 
self-aware and genuine and lead followers with passion and a true heart. Thus, leaders should 
demonstrate their authenticity and positivity to their employees in daily interactions. When 
leaders show their authenticity, employees will experience a strong sense of learning and energy, 
which can ultimately generate high career satisfaction. Employee career satisfaction is important 
to personal well-being and sustainable company performance (Noe, 2006). Thus, hospitality 
organizations should include authentic leadership development in regular organizational 
practices to promote leader self-awareness, ethical standards, and objectivity in conjunction with 
transparency in the work environment. Authentic leadership can be taught and developed 
(Luthans and Avolio, 2003). Various authentic leadership programs and courses have been 
developed to enhance leadership skills, such as the authentic leader development course at 
Harvard University. Moreover, mentors can provide employees with personal guidance to 
develop their ability for self-learning, self-reflection, self-exploration, and self-observation to 
increase their self-awareness and further develop authentic leadership.
Page 23 of 42
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijchm
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
International Journal of Contem
porary Hospitality M
anagem
ent
22
The results of this study also reveal the mediating role of thriving between leader 
behavior and employee development. This study confirms that thriving is an important gauge 
between leaders and followers, thereby contributing to sustainable performance (Spreitzer and 
Porath, 2012). Spreitzer, Lam, and Fritz (2010) suggested that thriving complements employee 
engagement to predict employee-related outcomes, because engagement focuses solely on 
employee affect and largely overlooks their personal development. Therefore, hospitality 
organizations should train employees on how to access and adjust their learning and vitality in 
the workplace and apply thriving as a management tool to enhance engagement. Given that 
thriving is a personal psychological state, employees can monitor their level of learning and 
vitality regularly. Close attention to thriving at work can be reflected in employees’ career 
satisfaction. The ability to monitor one’s thriving can be achieved through leaders’ influence and 
by organizing regular training sessions. Given that learning and vitality are mediators, 
organizations can manage employees’ career satisfaction through interventions to enhance 
employee thriving. Events that increase employee learning, such as innovative skill development 
and team building, can likewise increase employee career satisfaction. Overall, hospitality 
organizations should encourage employees to self-evaluate their attitudes at work to motivate 
their career satisfaction.
In addition to the overall mediating role of thriving, this study demonstrates the 
conditional psychological role that contracts fulfillment in shaping employee career satisfaction. 
To ensure the maximum effectiveness of authentic leadership, hospitality organizations should 
pay increased attention to employee psychological contract fulfillment. Meeting employee 
expectations is key. On the one hand, this objective requires organizations to meet employee 
expectations as much as possible, such as satisfactory working conditions, reasonable 
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compensation, and minimal work stress. On the other hand, this objective requires organizations 
and managers to enhance communication to help employees shape realistic psychological 
contracts by sharing relevant information with employees, such as organizational culture, 
company development plans, and strategic goals. Thus, effective communication is essential. 
Tomprou et al. (2015) stated that employees treat psychological contract violations 
differently based on the reason for the violation. Minor psychological contract violations owing 
to limited resources are generally understood and accepted by employees. However, if 
employees do not understand the reason for the violation, then its negative impact can be 
significant. Therefore, transparency in organizational communication is critical to hospitality 
organizations. Given that employees with high and low psychological contract fulfillment 
generate career satisfaction from different sources, managers should pay increased attention to 
providing employees with various career resources. For example, if managers are aware of the 
organization’s inability to fulfill employee expectations, then promoting vitality as well as 
providing employees with a safe and flexible work environment (Kark and Carmeli, 2009) and 
positive work relationships (Carmeli, 2009) are effective remedies to increase employee career 
satisfaction. However, when organizations meet employee expectations, increased training 
opportunities could contribute to career satisfaction.
Limitations and Future Research
This cross-sectional study collects data from a single resource. Thus, CMV is a concern 
that can potentially affect the validity and generalizability of the results. Although post-hoc tests 
are applied, they can only reduce, rather than completely eliminate, CMV. Moreover, cross 
sectional data is difficult to reveal causal relationships. Therefore, future research can collect 
data, such as leader–follower dyadic or longitudinal data, from different sources to reveal causal 
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relationships in similar hypotheses involving authentic leadership and career satisfaction. This 
study employs a formative measurement to capture the composition of authentic leadership 
subdimensions. First-layer measurements can be used in future studies to investigate the direct 
relationship between the subdimensions of authentic leadership and learning and vitality. In 
addition, this study does not control for gender and age bias as well as the effect of authentic 
leadership at different employee levels. Thus, future research can analyze the impact of authentic 
leadership development through multilevel employee, age and gender perspectives to examine 
group differences. 
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics 
Demographics N % Demographics n %
Gender Annual Income
Male 70 23.3 Less than $30,000 100 33.3
Female 230 76.7 $30,000–$49,999 85 28.3
Ethnicity $50,000–$74,999 61 20.3
Caucasian/White 231 77 $75,000–$99,999 24 8
African American 29 9.7 $100,000–$124,999 17 5.7
Latino/a or Hispanic 16 5.3 $125,000 or above 10 2.3
Asian or Pacific Islander 13 4.3 Prefer not to answer 3 1
Others 7 2.3 Tenure
Prefer not to disclose 4 1.3 Less than a year 50 16.7
Education Level 1–4 years 104 34.7
High school graduate or below 56 18.7 4–7 years 64 21.3
College degree 129 43 7–10 years 34 11.3
Undergraduate degree 80 26.7 10 years and more 48 16
Graduate degree 33 11 Employment Status 
Prefer not to disclose 2 0.7 Full time 218 72.7
Age Part time 79 26.3
18–24 years 48 16 On call 1 0.3
25–34 years 108 36 Other 2 0.7
35–44 years 59 19.7 Position
45–54 years 59 19.7 Frontline employee 170 56.7
55–64 years 21 7 Managerial employee 106 35.3
65 years and older 5 1.7 Other 24 8
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Table 2. Factor loadings of first-order reflective CFA
Measurement Items α AVE Factor loadings
Relational transparency 0.905 0.724
My leader says exactly what he/she means. 0.846
My leader admits mistakes when they are made. 0.873
My leader encourages everyone to speak their mind. 0.875
My leader tells the hard truth. 0.847
My leader displays emotions exactly in line with his/her feelings. 0.811
Internalized moral perspective 0.896 0.761
My leader seeks feedback to improve interaction with others. 0.915
My leader accurately describes how others view his/her 
capabilities. 0.903
My leader knows when it is time to reevaluate his/her position on 
important issues. 0.933
My leader shows that he/she understands how specific actions 
impact others. 0.93
Balanced processing 0.863 0.786
My leader demonstrates beliefs that are consistent with his/her 
actions. 0.854
My leader makes decisions based on his/her core values. 0.807
My leader asks me to take a position that supports his/her core 
values. 0.911
My leader makes difficult decisions based on high standards of 
ethical conduct. 0.913
Self-awareness 0.940 0.847
My leader solicits views that challenge his/her deeply held 
positions. 0.833
My leader analyzes relevant data before coming to a decision. 0.92
My leader listens carefully to different points of view before 
coming to conclusions. 0.905
Learning 0.901 0.772
I find myself learning often in my job. 0.903
I continue to learn more in my job as time goes by. 0.909
I see myself continually improving in my job. 0.880
I am developing a lot in my job as a person. 0.820
Vitality 0.906 0.729
I feel alive and vital in my job. 0.904
I have energy and spirit at work. 0.676
I do not feel very energetic at work. (R) 0.871
I feel alert and awake at work. 0.891
I look forward to each new day to work. 0.904
Career satisfaction 0.925 0.770
I am satisfied with the success I have achieved in my career. 0.883
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I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting my 
overall career goals. 0.915
I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting my 
income goals. 0.853
I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting my 
goals for advancement. 0.904
I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting my 
goals in developing new skills. 0.831
Table 3. Correlation, construct reliability, and convergent and discriminant validity
Authentic 
leadership Vitality Learning
Career 
satisfaction CR AVE
Authentic leadership 1 - -
Vitality 0.406 1 0.901 0.773 (0.846)
Learning 0.467 0.709 1 0.906 0.730 (0.726)
Career satisfaction 0.313 0.521 0.434 1 0.980 0.785 (0.762)
Note: The bold numbers are the square roots of AVE. All correlations are significant at the 0.001 level. 
Table 4. Factor weights of second-order formative constructs of authentic leadership
Measurement Items Factor Weights
Relational transparency −0.233
Internalized moral perspective 0.713***
Balanced processing 0.018
Self-awareness 0.527***
Note: ***significant at the 1% significance level
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Figure 1. Proposed research model
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Figure 2. Model results 
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